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Aleshire, Daniel O. Earthen Vessels: Hopeful Reflections on the Work and Future of  
Theological Schools. Grand Rapids: Eerdmans, 2008. 177 pp. Paper, $20.00.
Theological education has always raised questions in people’s minds, never 
more so than in these days of  flux and change in the church and society. 
Additionally, theological education has succeeded in attracting a horde of  
supporters and detractors alike, with the church, as well as the academy, 
supplying more that its fair share of  detractors. Individuals bound for the 
seminary to nurture their call are known to have been cautioned about what 
they would likely encounter there, and some warnings have included talk that 
a seminary education is perilous to a life of  faith and hope. Criticism of  
theological education has caused some seminaries to be defensive about their 
reasons for being and skittish about the need for change.
In Earthen Vessels, Daniel O. Aleshire seeks to make a case for the 
perpetuation of  theological education and theological schools. Aleshire has 
had, and continues to have, an insider’s view of  the issues surrounding graduate 
theological education and has spent ample time wrestling with them purposefully 
and passionately. The author has been affiliated with the Association of  
Theological Schools (ATS) for almost two decades, serving for the last ten as 
the executive director of  the organization that accredits theological schools in 
the United States and Canada. In this valuable book, in which he compares 
theological schools to earthen vessels because of  their fragility and durability, 
Aleshire utilizes a research methodology he calls “appreciative inquiry” to 
explore the strengths and opportunities facing theological schools. 
Given his affiliation with the Association of  Theological Schools, a criticism 
that is sure to be lobbed at Aleshire is that he is the proverbial company man 
fighting to preserve an organization promoting a product that is, at best, on its 
way out. Nothing could be farther from the truth. Aleshire strives to be both 
balanced and unbiased in unearthing and dissecting the issues confronting, 
if  not plaguing, graduate theological education at this critical juncture in the 
history of  the church and the academy. The book is not so much a glance in 
the rearview mirror to see from whence theological education has come as it is 
a look through the windshield to see where it is headed. 
Aleshire argues that there is a legitimate, if  not indispensable, need for 
theological schools in spite of  the changing social and religious landscape 
in North America. He begins to make his case for theological schools by 
boldly asserting that “seminary education makes a difference in the quality 
of  pastoral ministry” and that his seminary training “was the most powerful 
educational experience” of  his life (3). While acknowledging that some 
who never received their training from a theological school have excelled 
in ministry, Aleshire holds that theological schools “are the best place for 
theological education to be located” (18). He avows, “The work of  ministry 
and priesthood needs schools because ministry is an increasingly complex 
task, because the educational level of  parishioners is rising, because the 
world is an increasingly complicated place, because the religious and moral 
dilemmas in this age are increasingly demanding, and because schools are the 
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best setting in which the knowledge, skills, perceptions, and dispositions that 
are needed for this time can be learned” (19).
Theological schools seek to equip people for religious vocation, a goal 
that is not simply the “accrual of  greater amounts of  religious knowledge,” but 
the “transformation of  learners into different kinds of  Christian believers” 
(35). The author contends that theological education is, at heart, leadership 
development, and that this is never more so than with theological education 
for ministry. He lifts up assessment as a fundamentally significant element of  
teaching today, pointing out that, whereas educational institutions used to be 
rated in terms of  their resources, student learning is now the barometer of  
a school’s effectiveness. More importantly, “the assessment paradigm makes 
teachers accountable for good learning instead of  students accountable for 
good teaching” (50). And Aleshire reminds his readers that seminary faculty 
are the “most important texts their students read” (32). Theological education 
pays attention to subjects as well as to students. It focuses on interpretation, 
contextualization, performance, and formation, with students experiencing 
each, not in isolation, but in dynamic and symbiotic combinations. 
Teaching and research in theological schools are two sides of  the same coin. 
The criticisms that theological research is too often irrelevant and subjective 
may be met, Aleshire believes, by research that matters. He understands 
this to mean research that addresses particular agendas or needs in ecclesial 
communities, serves the broader purposes of  religion, addresses wrongheaded 
tendencies in religious practices, and speaks to important human conditions. 
Such research will almost always result in thoughtful findings that will not 
die for lack of  study or reading. Further, he sees the library as an important 
element or partner in the delivery of  quality theological education.
Aleshire believes that theological schools will cease to exist if  their 
systems of  governance and administration are dysfunctional. He contends 
that a school cannot be great if  good governance is lacking, and that trust is an 
indispensable element of  a mutually profitable relationship between a school 
and its board. Yet, boards were intended to govern schools, not manage them; 
the latter responsibility rests with presidents and/or deans. He believes that 
the relatively low compensation scales for presidents of  theological schools 
militates against getting top-notch scholars and leaders to accept the position, 
and is an issue that theological schools need to seriously examine.
Borrowing from the work of  David Tiede, Aleshire says that theological 
schools serve the church in three ways: as abbey, academy, and apostolate. 
The concept of  abbey underscores the relationship that exists between the 
church and theological schools. Aleshire points out what is glaringly obvious 
but often overlooked today, that “seminaries educate the leaders that ecclesial 
communities need,” and he asserts that theological schools are the “primary,” 
though not the only resource, the church has in attempting to sustain and 
renew its message and meaning. It behooves churches and theological schools, 
therefore, to value and strengthen their relationship with each other. Yet, “if  
theological schools are to serve the church as well in the future as they have 
in the past, change is going to be required” (139).
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Particularly after the establishment of  ATS in 1918, theological schools 
began to function more as academies than as abbeys, which primarily were 
institutions in remote, rural settings. As institutions of  higher learning, theological 
schools, according to the author, face three critical issues: affordability, access, 
and accountability. Addressing each adequately calls for resolve and creativity.
The “apostolate” concept highlights the role of  advocate that theological 
schools must play as Christianity undergoes dramatic changes globally. Writes 
Aleshire: “The Christian movement needs theological guidance, ministerial 
skill, sociological analysis, and congregational resources as it moves through 
these changes” (156). Our “discontinuous future with its multidirectional 
change” mandates that theological schools live up to their purpose of  serving 
as arenas of  learning, teaching, and theological research.
Aleshire’s subtitle, Hopeful Reflections on the Work and Future of  Theological 
Schools, is intended to convey that, while the future is unpredictable, those 
associated with theological education must be resilient and irrepressible 
as they contemplate the future. To be sure, theological education may be 
different a quarter of  a century from now, but we can be hopeful knowing that 
theological schools will adapt to the changing dynamics in an ever-changing 
world, and although theological schools may change more slowly than some 
academicians may wish, and more quickly than some church leaders may 
appreciate, in the end the change will serve all interested parties well. 
This book should be required reading for seminary administrators, faculty, 
and boards. Each group will be given a better view of  how the institution they 
serve can more effectively fulfill its mission, and what their role is in that 
process. True to the author’s intentions, the book is thoughtful, engaging, and 
highly readable.
Andrews University   r. Clifford JoneS
Chilton, Bruce. Abraham’s Curse: The Roots of  Violence in Judaism. New York: 
Doubleday, 2008. 259 pp. Paper, $27.95.
Bruce Chilton begins with the day, in 1998, when a telephone call took him from 
home to a crime scene, near his church, where a young woman had died from 
a knife-blow to the throat. Later, during the killer’s successful insanity defense, 
the court learned that an obscure Afro-Caribbean religious rite—involving a 
god, a knife and a sacrifice—had provided motivation for the crime.
From here, Bruce Chilton’s compelling study goes on to explore how, in 
all three Abrahamic faiths, the Aqedah, or “binding” of  Isaac, has itself  helped 
foment religious violence. In the story, from Genesis 22, Abraham hears God 
commanding him to sacrifice Isaac, his only son, as a burnt offering. Abraham 
obeys, taking his son to the appointed place, then “binding him,” laying him 
on top of  the wood, and raising his knife for the slaughter. The fact that 
God intervenes, and a ram dies instead of  Isaac, has by no means diminished 
the honor bestowed on both father and son. The two of  them became, in 
all three religious traditions, shining examples of  faithfulness to God; the 
